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Environmental Attitudes and Perceptions:
A Comparison of Peru and the United States
Nancy Hoalst-Pullen, Matt R. Lloyd, and Melony E. Parkhurst
This project is a cross-cultural study comparing global and local perspectives by
inhabitants of Peru and the United States regarding the natural environment. Using a 5point Likert-scale survey, we assessed the environmental attitudes Peruvians and U.S.
participants have regarding their self in nature, use of nature, local respons ibility
toward nantre, and global resolutions to environmental issues. Additionally, we
assessed how individuals of one country perceive the environmental conciousness of
the other country as well as how they believe the other country perceives them. Results
showed Peruvians being concurrently ecocentric and anthropocentric regarding
environmental perceptions, while U.S. participants were generally more
anthropocentric and indi fferent than ecocentric. Information obtained from this study
furthers the global understanding of how culture, and to a lesser extent geography, influence individuals' perceptions of the environment.

Introduction 1
"There is no one 'environment '-rather 'environment' is a mental construct.
The environment is imaged differently by different people as a result of different life experiences. " (Moore, 1979, p. 35)
The ways in which people perceive, interpret, regard, and interact with the environmen
influences- and changes with- cultures over time. Cultural trad itions and beliefs ha e
long been linked to one's understanding of and attitudes toward nature (Tuan, 1974).
As Ingold ( 1992) asserts, culture is what mediates the relationships between humans
and the environment. Arguably, it is culture that also mediates the perceptions between
1
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humans and the environment, as seen in cross-cultural studies regarding environmental
perceptions (e.g., Aoyagi-Usui, Vinken, & Kuribayashi, 2003; Bechtel, CorralVerdugo, Asai, & Gonzalez, 2006; Bechtel, Corral -Verdugo, & Pinheiro, 1999). Researchers debate the dichotomous roles of social group constructs (and their inherent
culture-dependent realities) and globalization 2 in shaping what Bechtel et a!. (2006)
call "people-environment relationships." In this paper, we assess how culture (traditions, attitudes, media) and geography (location, scale) influence and concomitantly
represent individual perceptions of environment.
Assessing human-environment relations is a relatively recent phenomenon, although aspects of contemporary theories surrounding humanity's perception of environment stem back to Darwin and the concept of natural selection (see Humphrey,
Lewis, Fredrick, & Butte!, 2002) . Since then, researchers (commonly under the auspices of environmental sociology, psychology, and related disciplines) have formulated
and reformulated the relationships (or lack thereof) between humans and the environment. One example that assesses environmental attitudes is the New Environmental
Paradigm (NEP) Scale (Dunlap & Van Liere, 1978) and its later iterations (Dunlap, Van
Liere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000). The NEP is a Likert-scale survey assessment that quantifies an individual 's perception of the ecological 3 worldview of human-environment
relationships (Dunlap, 2008). While the original NEP assesses environmental attitudes
toward nature (the balance of nature), growth (limits to growth), and human domination over nature, the revised NEP expands and modifies the assessment to measure the
individual perceptions of anti-anthropocentrism (nature 's inherent value), the fragility
of nature' s balance, limits to growth, the rejection of exemptionalism (seeing humans
as exempt fro m biophysical laws of nature), and the possibility of an ecocrisis (Dunlap
& VanLiere, 1978; Dunlap eta!., 2000) . To date, the NEP and revised NEP have been
implemented among numerous countries, demographics, and cultures for over three
decades (e.g., Bechtel eta!., 2006; Sasidharan & Thapa, 2000; Vikan, Camine, Biaggio, & Nordvik, 2007).
Similar to the EP Scale, Thompson and Barton 's (1994) Ecocentric and Anthropocentric Attitudes Toward the Environment (EAA TE) Scale assesses an individual's
ecocentric (inherent value of nature) and anthropocentric (human value of nature) attitudes of- as well as general apathy (ignorance, indifference, or absence of value of
nature) toward- the environment and environmental issues. Other measures on beliefs,
attitudes, and behavior (e.g., Maloney & Ward 's (1973) Ecology Scale, Weigel &
Weigel 's (1978) Environmental Concern Scale, Kellert 's (1993) typology of animalrelated attitudes, Schwartz 's (1994) value inventory) have been used concurrently to
further assess the environmental perceptions of individuals across geographies and
cultures.

2

Globalization is defined here as the process of interactions among people, business, and governments by way of trade, technology, and knowledge that affects environments, cultures, economies, and policies.
3
Dunlap et al. (2000) prefers the term "ecological" as they deem "environmental" to be too
narrow and systemic; however, these terms and their variants, in addition to "nature," are used
with relative fluidity in this paper.
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Although these instruments gauge the attitudes of an individual ' s interrelated constructs of self, society, and nature, they assume the tenet that individuals see nature
from either an ecocentric or anthropocentric perspective . While this dichotomy is a
common paradigm to Western environmental thought, in other societies (predominately those considered less industrialized and/or "Westernized"), human-environmental
relations are not viewed dualistically but rather holistically (see Corral-Verdugo &
Armendariz, 2000). For example, Aoyagi-Usui et al. (2003) note how environmental
attitudes differ significantly in Asian countries (e.g., Japan, Thailand, and the Philippines) compared to the Western countries (e.g., the United States and the etherlands)
due to the inherent cultural relationship(s) of environmental thinking and ideologies to
traditional values of self and society. Specifically, Aoyagi-Usui et al. show how Japanese attitudes toward nature are fluid and lack boundaries between what is human and
what is environment, thereby confirming how the culture structures environmental
thought.
While studies have compared environmental attitudes among Latin American
countries and the United States (e.g., Bechtel et a!., 2006; Dunlap, Gallup, & Gallup,
1993; Kemmelmeier, Kr61, Kim, 2002; Schultz & Zelezny, 1999), there are few- if
any- that have looked at how individuals from these nations perceive others or how
others perceive them. Furthermore, the role of the media in defining these perceptions
are rarely linked to environmental attitude surveys, though studies have linked mass
media to the understanding of environmental issues (Lyons & Breakwell, 1994; Wakefield & Elliott, 2003) and human-environment relationships (Burgess, 1990).
In this paper, we are assessing the environmental attitudes of ind ividuals from Peru
and the United States. Questions were adapted from well-known environmental attitude
surveys (e.g., revised NEP Scale; Dunlap eta!., 2000), with additional questions added
regarding the perceptions individuals have of the "other" (in this case, the other country/region of interest) and the influence of the mass media. Overall, these questions
assess how geography and culture influence perceptions of the environment on a localto-global scale.

Study Area
Research was conducted in three cities in Peru (Lima, Cuzco, Puno; see Figure 1) and
three cities in the state of Georgia (Atlanta, Savannah, Brunswick) in the United States
(see Figure 2). While these cities differ in geographic location and culture, corollaries
among the cities of Peru and Georgia can be made in terms of global-to-local identity,
size, role of tourism, and historic importance (e.g., Lima to Atlanta, Cuzco to Savannah, and Puno to Brunswick).
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Figure 1: Locations in Peru.

Source: Survey maps created by authors
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Figure 2: Locations in Georgia, USA.

Source: Source: Survey maps created by authors

Cities in Peru
Lima, the capital city of Peru and fifth largest in Latin America, is located on the coast
of the Pacific. This urban area is demographically and culturally diverse, and is exposed to global economies, policies, and culture. The climate is warm and dry and is
considered a low-latitude desert climate (BWk/BWn, Koppen-Geiger climate classification) . Cuzco,4 the historic capital of the Inca 5 Empire, is located around 3,000 meters in
elevation in the Andes Mountains and is now an internationally recognized destination
4

5

Variants include Cusco (Spanish), Qosqo (Quechua), or Qusqu (Quechua).
Variants include Inka (Spanish).
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city. The demographically mixed (though predominantly indigenous) community of
Cuzco combines its cultural roots in the Incan Empire to the modern economic dependence on tourism. The climate is cooler than Lima, and is considered a subtropical highland climate (Cwb). Puno, the smallest of the three cities, is located in the flat plateaus
and plains of Southern Altiplano and is adjacent to Lake Titicaca. The predominately
indigenous community is known for its folklore and related artistic and cultural representations, and is heavily dependent on agriculture and livestock (as well as the black
market). Deemed a subtropical highland climate (Cwb), Puno's weather conditions are
more extreme and temperatures stay comparatively cooler than Cusco, especially in the
winter months.

Cities in Georgia, United States
Atlanta, the state capital of Georgia, is considered to be the cultural and economic
center of the southeastern U.S . with significant historical and political ties to the black
community, and headquarters for major national and international corporations and
media outlets. The city is geographically located in the foothills of the southern Appalacruans and sits upon the Eastern Continental Divide that demarcates the Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic Seaboard watersheds. Savannah, the first state capital, is known for its
historical and cultural ties to the region. The demographically mixed city relies heavily
on tourism and its burgeoning arts and culture scene. The city is situated in a coastal
plain surrounded by flat marshland to the north and east and wooded (and cleared)
higher lands to the south and west. Brunswick, the smallest of the three cities, is demographically mixed and home to one of the most productive eastern sea ports in the
United States. This city is geographically positioned on a peninsula separated by the
rivers to the west and south and the Intercoastal Waterway to the east. All three Georgian cities are located within a humid subtropical climate ( Cfa), although Atlanta experiences less temperate winters compared to Savannah and Brunswick.

Method
Faculty and undergraduate students from Kennesaw State University conducted surveys in three cities in the United States (Georgia) and three cities in Peru as part of two
study abroad programs . In October 2008, five students associated with a Chilean study
abroad program conducted surveys (n = 286) in Atlanta, Savannah, and Brunswick,
Georgia. In May 2009, 16 IRE-certified students travelled and conducted similar surveys in the cities ofPuno, Cuzco, and Lima (n = 160).
On a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), participants rated eight
question sets-totaling 15 questions- regarding the influence of environment on self,
dominion over nature, the perceived local responsibility toward nature, global resolutions to environmental problems, the role of the United States in resolving global environmental issues, the perceived environmental attitudes regarding self, society, and
other, and the media's influence on environmental perceptions (see Table 1). Participants also provided basic demograpruc data, including gender and education level.
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Table 1: Question sets and questions (Q) asked in the environmental
attitudes survey.
Question Set

Survey Questions

Influence of Environment
on Self

Dominion over Nature

Local Responsibility
Nature

to

Global
Resolution
Environmental Issues

to

U.S. Environmental Role

They Perceive Other

Other Perceives Them

Media
Influences
Perceptions

on

Q 1: The natural environment influences my cultural traditions/beliefs
Q6: I regularly experience the effect of environmental degradation
in my daily life
Q3 : More important to use natural environment than to preserve it
Q4 : Humans have right to use natural en vironment fo r their needs
Q5: Environmental problems are more of a local concern than
global concern
Q8: The media covers more local environmental problems than
international
Q9: The current generation is more environmentally aware than
previous generations
Q 10: People in my community/city respect the atural Environment
Ql5: Health and welfare of humans is directly linked to health and
welfare of environment
Q7: Human ingenuity and technology will resolve th e environmental problems of the world
Qll : United States will resolve the environmental problems ofthe
world
Q 12: People in South America perceive the United States as environmentally friendly*
Q12 : People in United States perceive South Americans as environmentally friendly**
Q 13: People in the United States perceive South Americans as
being environmentally conscious*
Q 13: People in South America perceive Un ited States as being
environmentally conscious**
Ql4: Perceptions that people in the United States have concerning
South America are biased by the media*
Q 14: Perceptions that people in South America have concerning
United States are biased by the media**

*Peru version; **United States version

In the United States, all surveys were conducted in English. In Peru, all surveys
were conducted in Spanish, with non-Spanish-speaking students teaming up with Spanish-speaking students and faculty to aid in data collection. Survey participants were
randomly selected in public venues in the city and in locations surrounding the city.
Descriptive statistics were measured for each question across all cities and independent-samples t tests were conducted on all responses . If Levene's test for equality of
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variance was not met, unequal variances were assumed and p values were reported
accordingly. One question (Q2) was removed due to discrepancies in the data.

Results
Collectively, 235 males and 210 females participated in the survey. In Peru, 88 (55%)
of the participants were male, and 72 (45%) were female . In the United States, 147
(51.4%) of the participants were male, 138 (48 .3%) were female, and one (0.3%) was
other. In both countries, the majority of participants completed formal education, particularly secondary (high school or equivalent: 27% for Peru and 37% for United
States) and tertiary (university or equivalent: 72% for Peru and 62% for the United
States) educations.
Results of independent-samples t tests revealed statistically significant differences
in the responses from U.S. participants and Peruvian participants to five question
groupings: the influence of environment on self, t( 444) = 6.934, p < .001, the dominion
over nature, t(442) = 2.151, p = .032, local responsibility to nature, t(443) = 2.849, p =
.005 , perceptions of the other country, t(432) = 2.190, p = .030, and perceptions of
others regarding own country, t(432) = 3.281 , p = .001. Descriptive statistics in Table 2
and frequency data in Tables 3 and 4 provide additional insight on how individuals
responded.
While both Peruvian and U.S. participants were less likely to agree that the natural
environment influences their cultural traditions and beliefs, Peruvian participants were
more likely to agree that they experience the effects of environment degradation in
their life. Peruvian participants were less likely to find it important to use the natural
environment than to preserve it, yet more than half found that humans have the right to
use the natural environment for their needs . The U.S . participants contrasted, with
more finding it important to use the environment rather than preserve it, yet the majority less likely to agree (14.2% agreement) that humans have the right to use the environment for their needs. In terms of local responsibility to nature, Peruvians were Jess
likely (21 % agreement) to see environmental problems as a local responsibility, while
U.S. participants were more likely to see environmental problems as a local responsibility. U.S. participants were also less likely to agree (12.7% agreement) that the current generation is more environmentally aware than previous generations.
In terms of perceptions of self and others, Peruvian participants were more likely
to agree (54% agreement) that South Americans perceive the United States as being
environmentally friendly ; likewise, Peruvians were more likely to agree (50% agreement) that U.S. residents perceive South Americans as being environmentally conscious. This contrasts the results from U.S. participants, who were less likely to agree
(13 .7% agreement) with the statement that people in the U.S. perceive South America
as environmentally friendly. U.S. participants were also less likely to agree (15.1%
agreement) that South Americans perceive them as environmentally conscious.
There were no significant differences (p > .05) in responses to the remaining question sets. Participants from both countries were equally likely to agree on the questions
regarding the global emphasis on resolving environmental issues (less likely to agree),
the United States resolving the environmental problems of the world (more likely to
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agree), and whether the media influences the environmental perceptions of one's country (neither agree nor disagree).

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for responses to the eight question sets

Measure

North A mericans
= 286)
M
SD

M

SD

Influence of Environment on Self

2.45

0.87

1.84

0.91

Dominion over Nature

3.03

0.89

2.80

1.15

2.99

0.63

3.20

0.82

Global Resolution to Environmental Issues

2.32

0.65

2. 36

0.86

U.S. Envi ronmental Role

3.75

0.97

3.95

1.19

They Perceive Oth er

3.11

0.55

3. 32

1.09

3.08

0.50

3.44

1.31

2.68

0.66

2.75

1. 09

(n

.

Local Responsibil ity to Nature

Other Perceives Them

.

.

Medi a Influences on P erceptions
p < .05
" p < .OJ

South Americans
(n = 160)
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Table 3: Frequency of Peruvian responses to the 15 questions
Freguencl: (% }*
Question
SD

D

NA

A

SA

Q 1: The natural environment influences my cultu ral
traditions/beliefs

59

22

7

6

6

Q6: I regularly experience the effect of environmental
degradation in my daily life

44

38

9

5

5

Q3 : More important to use natural environment than to
preserve it

26

14

8

24

28

Q4: Humans have right to use natural environment for
their needs

25

33

22

II

10

Q5: Environmental problems are more of a local concern than global concern

24

18

II

16

31

Q8: The media covers more local environmental prob!ems than international

10

17

26

26

21

Q9: The current generation is more envi ronmentally
aware than previous generations

14

25

18

23

21

Q I 0: People in my community/city respect the Natural
Environment

11

18

23

31

17

Q 15: Health and welfare of humans is directly linked to
health and welfare of environment

66

17

9

3

6

Q7: Human ingenuity and techno logy wi ll resolve the
environmental problems of the world

14

17

32

19

19

Q II : The United States will resolve the environmental
problems of the world

5

6

25

17

47

Ql2 : People in South America perceive the United
States as environmentally friendl y*

10

15

25

21

29

Q 13 : People in the U nited States perceive South Arnericans as being environmentally conscious*

6

12

45

18

19

Q 14: Perceptions that people in South America have
concerning United States are biased by the media**

12

28

40

10

9

*mode in italics
Key
SD : Strongly Disagree
D: Disagree
NA : either Agree or Disagree
A: Agree
SA: Strongly Agree

Hoalst-Pullen, Lloyd, and Parkhust

Table 4: Frequency of U.S. responses to the 15 questions
Freguencv (%)*
Question
SD

D

NA

A

Q I : The natural environment influences my cultural
traditions/beliefs

28

43

17

II

Q6: I regularly experience the effect of environmental
degradation in my daily life

12

34

24

27

4

Q3: More important to use natural environment than to
preserve it

7

12

15

40

27

Q4: Humans have right to use natural environment for
their needs

II

56

19

II

3

Q5: Environmental problems are more of a local concern than global concern

5

12

II

39

34

Q8: The media covers more local environmental prob!ems than international

5

36

24

28

8

Q9: The current generation is more environmentally
aware than previous generations

22

54

II

II

2

Q I 0: People in my community/city respect the Natural
Environment

5

39

19

32

6

Q 15: Health and welfare of humans is directly linked to
health and welfare of environment

37

54

7

2

Q7: Human ingenuity and technology will resolve the
environmental problems of the world

7

33

31

22

7

Q II : The United States will resolve the environmental
problems of the world

3

7

25

43

22

Ql2: People in United States perceive South Americans
as environmentally friendly

4

81

13

Q 13: People in South America perceive United States as
being environmentally conscious

5

79

14

2

21

69

3

0.3

Q 14: Perceptions that people in South America have
concerning United States are biased by the media
*mode in italics
Key
SD: Strongly Disagree
D: Disagree
NA: Neither Agree Nor Disagree
A: Agree
SA: Strongly Agree

7

SA

I -
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Discussion
The results provide support that geography (location) and culture, when represented at
state or national scales, likely influence the environmental perceptions of individuals
from those countries. It is evident that the U.S. participants hold a predominately anthropocentric worldview, although one could argue that the responses show as much
apathy as it does an inherent view that humans control and dictate nature . U.S. participants ' responses showed disconnect between the natural environment and one's
selflsociety in the environment (Ql, Q6, QlO, Ql5), which likely explains the resultant
anthropocentric (Q4, Ql1), and perhaps indifferent (Q7, Q8) worldview perspective.
Yet, U.S. participants found environmental problems to be a more local than global
concern (Q6, Q5) . In concert, many U.S. respondents held virtually no marked opinion
of South America and its inhabitants, thereby supporting the perception that most U.S.
participants (Q 12- 14), despite their relatively high levels of education, have little understanding of geography and cultures existing outside the U.S ., particularly with regard to environmental attitudes. These results fall generally in line with other studies
(Bechtel et al. 2006; Dunlap et al. , 1993; Schultz & Zelezny, 1999) that support the
anthropocentric, commonly dichotomous culture-nature viewpoint of the United States.
Compared to the United States, the Peruvian environmental perceptions are more
complex. Peruvian respondents showed strong disagreement with nature-culturesociety links (Q 1, Q6, Q 15) and to nature-technology (Q7), yet an overwhelmingly
ecocentric viewpoint to preserving nature (Q3), despite their general agreement that
they have the right to use it (Q4). Most notable is the perception that Peruvian respondents find that not only is the current generation more environmentally aware (Q9), but
that the United States and South America are generally environmentally aware or
friendly (Q12-14); this is most evident when the findings are compared to the U.S.
participant responses.
Arguably, the constructed realities and cultural idiosyncrasies of Latin America
allow for the concurrent blends of anthropocentric and eco-centric viewpoints. CorralVerdugo & Pinheiro (2009) note that non-Western societies, like many in Latin America, may produce a syncretic worldview due to its cultural heritage. Contemporary Peru,
like many other Lati n American countries, possesses a history with two distinctive
cultures: the European culture with the inherent rationale, dichotomous paradigms of
nature and society, and the indigenous culture with its idiosyncratic and likely emotionally-unified worldviews of nature and society. These indigenous perceptions of
environment are perhaps si milar to the traditional beliefs found in Asian countries
where collective societies emphasize the family or group rather than the individual, and
do not see nature and society as separate entities (Corral-Verdugo & Pinheiro, 2009;
Aoyagi-Usui et al. , 2003 ; Tuan, 1974). The blending of these two cultures over the
centuries has likely allowed both paradigms to exist concurrently.
Findings to the contrary (e.g., Latin Americans supporting a dichotomous environmental attitude) may be an artifact of the population sampled. For example, Bechtel
et al. ' s (2006) EP study found that Peruvian respondents shared the same environmental attitudes as those found in the United States; specifically, negative correlations
among anthropocentric attitudes (human-centered viewpoints) and the "natural bal-
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ance" of nature and "limits to growth." However, Bechtel eta!. 's targeted sample population were privileged middle- and upper-class univers ity students, who likely hold
inherently different socio-economic structures of realities and culture-dependent beliefs
compared to randomly sampled populations (e.g., this study) or even Peru 's population
as a whole.
Geographic locale may influence the way people perceive the environment (some,
like Rummel (197 5), go so far as to suggest that culture is a variable of the physical
environment instead of vice versa); however, it seems that in this study, geography (as
a proxy of the physical environment) plays a smaller role to culture. Results from linear
mixed-ANOV A tests comparing Lima, Cuzco, and Puno showed no significant differences among the geographic locations in Peru . For this study, geographic locale does
not seem a plausible underpinning in determining the factors influencing participants'
environmental perceptions and attitudes.
While these finding do show significant differences between Peru and the United
States, there are several limitations. First, our results are limited to potential translation
issues. While a fluent Spanish speaker from Peru was utilized in the translation, questions might not translate exactly. This includes the wording for " either Agree nor
Disagree" in English which was translated both "Neither Agree or Disagree" as well
as "Unsure" (No Estoy Suguro) . This may lead to some issues in which participants
translated this option within the scale to reflect a "Don't Know" answer. A second
limitation is the sampling within cities. If we had sampled in rural areas in addition to
the cities and their surrounding neighborhoods, we may have received a greater representation of both Peru and the United States . Third, the focu s on one aspect of the
United States does not constitute a national sample for the United States, as different
regions of the United States (e.g., Pacific Northwest, Plains, New England, Midwest,
and so on) have their own unique identities and subcultures. An expansion of this study
to other regions of the United States is warranted.

Conclusion
Overall, this study advances the understanding of how Latin Americans, particularly
Peruvians, view the environment. Results show the environmental attitudes of U.S.
participants were anthropocentric or indifferent toward the environment and environmental issues, both in the United States and abroad, thereby supporting the dichotomous belief system that inherently separates humans and culture from nature. In contrast, results from Peruvian respondents show a propensity for environmental attitudes
and perceptions to be concurrently ecocentric and anthropocentric in nature. This syncretism is likely due to strong indigenous influences in which nature and society are
not discrete entities, and lends to the idea that individuals and their concomitant social
groups (that then in tum represent Peru as a nation-state) construct inherent realities
and belief systems that support idiosyncratic interpretations of nature and environment.
As new paradigms emerge from Latin America and elsewhere that investigate
environmental attitudes of individuals on a global scale, data will help showcase how
culture and geography play a potential role in developing and sustaining environmental
attitudes and perceptions. Future research opportunities include an expansion of these
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surveys to different countries in South America that have similar cultural roots (e.g.,
Bolivia, Ecuador, Chile), establishing how these environmental attitudes translate into
environmental behaviors, as well as adding well-established surveys like the NEP
Scale (Dunlap & Van Liere, 1978; Dunlap et al., 2000) or the combined Human Exempt Paradigm (HEP) -NEP Scale (e.g. Bechtel et al., 2006) to compare findings with
published datasets .
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